To show context appropriate antipredator behaviour, animals require information about a predator's motivation to hunt, and consequently the level of danger to which they are exposed at any given moment. In addition to deterring a predator, mobbing behaviour, in which animals approach a potential predator, might also provide information useful in predation risk assessment. Here we present the results of an experimental study on meerkats, Suricata suricatta, which showed mobbing behaviour in a variety of predator contexts. Groups were presented with a number of predators of varying threat levels, and with nonthreatening animals. Responses to these stimuli by the different individuals in the groups, and vigilance behaviour before and after each presentation, were compared. Meerkats seemed to use mobbing not only to deter predators, but also to gather information about potential threats and adjust their behaviour accordingly. In particular, mobbing of nondangerous animals indicates the role of this behaviour in contexts other than just directed towards predators. Differences between age categories suggest that mobbing changes with experience, and may allow young to learn about predators by observing adults. We conclude that mobbing has a broader function beyond predator deterrence, and facilitates situational risk assessment on which subsequent decisions may be based.
Efficient antipredator behaviour is of major importance for the survival of animals (Lima & Dill 1990) . For prey individuals to avoid predation, the immediate prerequisite is the recognition of a predator and the actual danger it imposes (Ward et al. 1997; Hendrie et al. 1998) . In most situations predator encounters lead to the retreat of the prey animals but the opposite behaviour, approach, has been reported in a wide variety of taxa. This seemingly paradoxical behaviour finds its climax in mobbing, the gathering of animals around a potential predator (Curio 1978; Dugatkin & Godin 1992; Ostreiher 2003) . Animals investigate the source of threat, harass it and frequently utter calls (Curio 1978; Owings & Owings 1979; Curio & Regelmann 1985) . Mobbing appears to be influenced by the presence of other group members and the stimulus type (Ostreiher 2003) .
Even though mobbing behaviour is widespread among vertebrates such as fish, birds and mammals, its adaptive function is still poorly understood (Curio & Regelmann 1985; Dugatkin & Godin 1992) . Mobbing may be associated with costs to participants, including an increased risk of mortality and injury, energetic costs, lost opportunities of foraging and mating, and the danger of exploitation by conspecifics, as animals are not able to guard their mates or defend their food resources while mobbing (Dugatkin & Godin 1992) . Studies on mobbing behaviour have postulated a wide variety of different hypotheses for its function including both altruistic and selfish behaviours, with multifunctionality as the common conclusion (Curio 1978; Frankenberg 1981; Stone & Trost 1991; Maklakov 2002; Ostreiher 2003) . Proposed direct benefits of mobbing are predator deterrence or quality advertisement to other group members (Dugatkin & Godin 1992 ). An additional benefit may be the transfer of information regarding the risk of threats (Dugatkin & Godin 1992; Fishman 1999; Brown 2003) through careful and refined inspection (Licht 1989; Fishman 1999) . This information could be gained by approaching closely (Dugatkin & Godin 1992; Dugatkin & Alfieri 2003) , and assessing the risk of predation, allowing individuals to respond in a graded and adaptive antipredator behaviour as predicted by the threat-sensitivity hypothesis (Helfman 1989). Furthermore, the 'alerting others' hypothesis (Frankenberg
